The Existential World of George Oppen L. S. Dembo I "I salute a serious craftsman," wrote Ezra Pound in his preface to Discrete Series, George Oppen's first volume, "a sensibility which is not every man's sensibility and which has not been got out of any other man's books." Oppen's sensibility is indeed not every man's but it is one that clearly belongs to its age. And he has turned out to be much more than a serious craftsman. Metaphysically inclined, even in the earlier imagistic pieces that Pound was describing, Oppen presents a stark but intense world in which nothing is certain but the sheer existence of nature and the pressure of feelings and sensations on the mind that encounters it.
From the beginning, imagism was, for Oppen, a cognitive as well as a formal technique: objects could only be known "imagistically," by one's sensation of them, and not discursively.1 Thus Oppen sought to "construct a method of thought from the imagist . . . intensity of vision," a method that would represent a "test of truth" or at least a "test of sincerity," based on the idea "that there is a moment, an actual time, when you believe something to be true, and you In "The Mind's Own Place," Oppen argued that the particular contribution of modern poetry lay in the fact that the "data of experience," "the sense of the poet's self among things," replaced "a display of right thinking and right sentiment, a dreary waste of Mes." Political or other generalizations "will not substantiate themselves in the concrete material of the poem"; rather poetry in tends to present "clear pictures of the world in verse which means only to be clear, to be honest, to produce the realization of reality, and to construct a form out of no desire for the trick of gracefulness, but in order to make it possible to grasp, to hold the insight which is the content of the poem."4
Oppen was not, however, insensitive to the difference between truth and sincerity. While the poet aimed to be empirical, the best he could be in actuality was true to his own perceptions?not necessarily true to the thing as it was but true to it as encountered. For all its limitations, however, this kind of observation is the most empirical and the most "sincere"; it represents without mitigation the "actual experience" of a poet who is committed to his eyes and refuses to fabricate an emotion or to "construct a meaning" that is fanciful. The poet perceives reality from a rocking The city to which the speaker has returned is unfamiliar and remote, its change reflecting the lack of continuity between his own past and present. He sees buildings razed in the streets where he had once known the vicissitudes of the Depression, experiences that constituted his life. He is no less intensely aware of his own isolation and indeed the mutual isolation of all men; the "noise of in 
It is impossible to say whether this is a proof that humanity exists or whether it
is simply another 'lyric valuable," a presence that fills the speaker with joy or awe although he cannot fathom its meaning. In the same way, visiting the Red Hook section of Brooklyn, the poet seems to discover something bequeathed from time and to see momentarily with more than a tourist's eye:
The heart pounds To be among them, the buildings, If one of the moving principles of Oppen's philosophy is that human illusions and generalizations cannot pass the rigorous poetic "test of truth," an equally important principle is that men are compelled to believe certain things in order to survive; the poet knows this to be so because he himself must beUeve in the unverifiable; the very quest for a concept of humanity, for instance, is one such "real" compulsion. If people knew the world was going to end in a given length of time, Oppen argued, "they would not bother to Uve their time out. There are other situations any of us could imagine in which people would not be willing to Uve, would find it impossible to Uve, without some concept of sharing in history or humanity?something which is happening after their death. 
Oppen explained that he was conceiving man as a machine who possibly had a ghost. But he emphasized the question, "will one imagine?" ("Shall we imagine because we can imagine?" he asked.) Man has an impulse to beUeve in a spirit after Ufe because it's difficult to beUeve in death, as the second part of the poem 
Ill
As many of the poems in This in Which indicate, art is not good for men unless "like the fool persisting in his folly" it "rescues" him "as only the true might" ("From Virgil"). And poetry is the language of faith in the material world and the means for expressing its ultimate mystery.
In the short but central poem called "Psalm," in which the expression "this in which" appears, Oppen presents an epitome of his poetics and metaphysics.
Here the speaker observes some deer and in typical nominaUst fashion responds to the simple fact of their existence: "That they are there!" He notices their eyes, "soft lips," and "alien teeth" as they 
